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RURAL AND REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT: 
THE ROLE OF THE REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT AGENCIES IN 
ENGLAND 
 
 
Abstract  
 
 
The Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) were established in 1999 to 
promote economic development in the English regions and inherited staff and 
programmes from the former Rural Development Commission.  The paper 
analyses the evolving role of the RDAs in rural development.  It argues that 
the changing treatment of rural issues in regional development reflects a shift 
from a national to more regionalised and differentiated conceptions of 
rurality, and suggests that the 2001 foot and mouth crisis prompted a rethink 
of the ‘rural’ in the ‘regional’ among RDAs.  The paper concludes by 
reflecting on the future evolution of the RDAs’ rural development work. 
 
 
Keywords: Rural development / Regional development / Regional Development Agencies 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The eight Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) were established under the Regional 
Development Agencies Act 1998 to promote the economic development of the English 
regions.  Their purposes, as set out in the Act, give them a wide interest in the economic and 
social development of their territories.  The staff and spending programmes of the RDAs 
were inherited from the former Rural Development Commission, as well as from English 
Partnerships and the Government Regional Offices.  Rural development work was therefore 
part of their ‘institutional ancestry’.  An important early task for the RDAs was the drawing 
up of regional economic strategies, and the statutory guidance on the preparation of these 
strategies required RDAs to take account of the particular features of the rural areas of their 
regions.  This explicit rural dimension to their remit has meant that RDAs have become 
important actors in the planning and delivery of rural development policies in the English 
regions. 
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The initial years of the RDAs have coincided with a period of unprecedented reform in rural 
development and agricultural policy.  At the European level, early 1999 saw the agreement at 
the Berlin Summit of the Agenda 2000 reforms, which established the new Rural 
Development Regulation as the so-called ‘second pillar’ of the Common Agricultural Policy 
(CAP).  This is a step in a process of changing the CAP from a top-down sectoral policy into 
a Common Agricultural and Rural Policy for Europe, and also it represents the beginnings of 
a decentralisation of the policy by subjecting it to a degree of sub-national territorial 
programming. 
 
This Regulation requires Member States to draw up Rural Development Plans for the period 
1999-2006 containing agri-environmental measures and other measures supporting rural 
economic development and farm diversification.  In England, the Regulation is being 
implemented by means of a national plan — the England Rural Development Plan — which 
contains nine regional chapters.  The UK has led the way in Europe in ‘modulating’ CAP 
commodity payments to farmers to release significant additional resources for the Rural 
Development Plan (see LOWE et al., 2002).   
 
Domestically, rural policy has also been extensively reviewed.  In 1999 the Prime Minister’s 
Performance and Innovation Unit in the Cabinet Office reviewed the objectives of rural 
policies and proposed a strengthening of the regional dimension to rural development policy 
as part of its first wave of projects (PERFORMANCE and INNOVATION UNIT, 1999).  
This review informed the preparation of the Rural White Paper for England published in 
November 2000 (DEPARTMENT OF THE ENVIRONMENT, TRANSPORT AND THE 
REGIONS [DETR] and MINISTRY OF AGRICULTURE, FISHERIES AND FOOD 
[MAFF], 2000).  The Rural White Paper proposed several new regional initiatives and set out 
a ‘new rural vision’ for the work of RDAs.  Finally, foot and mouth disease (FMD), and the 
widespread impacts upon rural economies crisis it precipitated, raised the profile of rural 
problems in the English regions and cast the RDAs into a leading role in implementing 
remedial measures and programmes.  The crisis came after several years of depressed 
farming incomes and prompted most RDAs to take a more active interest in the economic 
performance of their rural areas. 
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This paper presents an analysis of the evolving role of the RDAs in rural development in this 
changing policy context.  It draws upon a study of the RDAs, conducted in 2001, that 
examined the ways rural areas and sectors are, and could be, accommodated in regional 
economic development.1  The paper first examines the nature of the RDAs’ rural remit as set 
out in the Regional Development Agencies Act 1998 and in subsequent statutory guidance.  It 
then goes on to review how rural development was incorporated into the RDAs’ early work 
before assessing how the FMD crisis has begun to recast this work.  The paper reflects upon 
the future prospects for the rural development work of RDAs and highlights key dilemmas in 
how this role may evolve.  The paper concludes that RDAs have had to negotiate a tension 
between the demands of rural differentiation and rural integration.  The former requires that 
regional actors make explicit what is distinct about their region’s rural areas, both from their 
own urban areas and from the rural areas of other regions.  The latter requires that regional 
actors integrate rural issues into their own mainstream schemes, programmes and economic 
geographies.  While the initial instinct had been towards rural integration, the demands of 
rural differentiation have increasingly come to the fore since 1999. 
 
The Regional Development Agencies’ Rural Remit 
 
The roots of the RDAs lie in the Labour Party’s Regional Policy Commission, chaired by 
Bruce Milan (REGIONAL POLICY COMMISSION, 1996), and were informed by Milan’s 
experience as the European Commissioner responsible for regional development.  Soon after 
taking office, the Labour Government published a consultation paper, followed by a White 
Paper (DETR, 1997) and by the Regional Development Agencies Bill in December 1997.  
The proposal was to concentrate public resources and responsibilities for economic 
development and regeneration at the regional level.  One body that was to be absorbed into 
the new arrangements was the Rural Development Commission, a national (English) quango 
which, in one form or another, had been promoting rural regeneration since 1909 (see 
ROGERS, 1999).  The threat to this body provoked an outcry from the English rural lobby 
who voiced their concern over how rural development and sustainability issues would be 
accommodated within the new regional arrangements (see, for example, COUNCIL FOR 
THE PROTECTION OF RURAL ENGLAND, 1997).  Lord Shuttleworth, the then Chairman 
of the Rural Development Commission, resigned his post in protest.   
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In response to the concerns about rural development, the Government’s White Paper on 
RDAs contained a set of rural safeguards.   It explained that each RDA would be responsible 
for developing a strategy for the economic development of its region, encompassing 
“physical and social regeneration in urban and rural areas” (DETR, 1997, p.22).  It explained 
that the RDAs would “aim to spread the benefits of economic development across and within 
regions and through all social groups” (p.22), and emphasised that: 
 
The Government are committed to promoting the interests of rural areas.  Rural needs 
and institutions may be different, but many of the same concerns  on skills, and 
access to training and to childcare, and on ways to foster new businesses  are 
common across each region.  We need to understand the particular needs of rural 
areas, but to address them within an overall framework for the region as a whole 
(1997, p.24). 
 
The White Paper proposed that the RDAs would “have a specific remit to serve the rural 
areas of their regions” (p.24) and that each RDA Board would include at least one member 
“who can contribute a strong rural perspective” (p.24).  It specified that “RDAs will design 
rural development programmes targeted on their most deprived rural area, and will monitor, 
consult and report on rural problems and how the agency is tackling them” (p.25). 
 
Much of the parliamentary debate on the Regional Development Agencies Bill was spent 
arguing about the ways in which RDAs should encompass rural concerns (see Hansard 
Commons Debates 1st April 1998, Cols. 1274 - 1298).  In the aftermath of two large 
demonstrations in 1997 and 1998 organised by the Countryside Alliance, rural issues had 
been strongly politicised.  The Bill was criticised for “completely neglecting the needs of 
rural communities” by Conservative spokesman, Tim Yeo, who argued that the RDAs will be 
“urban-based and urban-focussed, … will have urban-dominated boards, and … will pursue 
an urban agenda” (Col. 1275).  The then Minister for the Regions, Richard Caborn, echoed 
the words of the White Paper (see above) in responding that “we need to understand the 
specific needs of rural areas, and to address them within an overall framework for each region 
as a whole” (Col. 1290).  The near identical phrasing to that in the White Paper seems to 
represent a clear formula within which Ministers wanted to deal with rural issues.  The rural 
should be embedded in the regional. 
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The Act received Royal Assent in November 1998.  Section 4(1) of the Act set out the five 
statutory purposes of each RDA as: to further the economic development and regeneration of 
its area; to promote business efficiency, investment and competitiveness in its area; to 
promote employment in its area; to enhance the development and application of skills 
relevant to employment in its area; and to contribute to the achievement of sustainable 
development in the UK where it is relevant in its area to do so. 
 
The membership of the RDA boards was announced in December 1998 (DETR, 1998a) with 
the announcement stressing that “at least one member on each board can offer a strong rural 
perspective together with others who have relevant rural expertise” (pp.3-4).  The 103 board 
members announced included eight farmers, as well as other rural specialists, including 
conservationists and local leaders of the rural voluntary sector.  In the North West, South East 
and South West, only one RDA board member had any particular rural development expertise 
cited in their published biographical details (DETR, 1998a).  In contrast, the East Midlands 
Development Agency could boast five board members with some rural expertise, and the East 
of England Development Agency had four. 
 
In December 1998, the Government also published draft statutory guidance to RDAs on how 
they should take account of the particular features of their regions’ rural areas (DETR, 
1998b).  The guidance emphasised that an important part of each RDA’s role would be: 
 
to ensure that rural areas benefit from and contribute to the development of the region 
as a whole, taking account of the linkages between town and country in transport, 
employment, recreation, the provision of food, fibre and fuel, and a recognition that 
the economy of rural areas has much to contribute to the competitiveness of their 
regions (para. 6). 
 
The guidance also stressed that an important feature of the overall policy framework for 
RDAs’ work is “the need to take specific account of the generic differences between urban 
and rural living” (para. 9).    It set out the key distinctive features of rural economic activities 
and of rural disadvantage and deprivation, and made suggestions for how efforts to tackle 
rural regeneration and deprivation might be approached.  Previous experience, it explained 
(para. 40), had suggested that such efforts are more likely to succeed if they “encompass 
measures to tackle economic, social and environmental issues in an integrated way”.  That is 
to say, regeneration strategies “should not rely only on economic measures and should build 
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on the economic and social potential of conservation and environmental activities” (such as, 
for example, wildlife tourism or multi-purpose forestry).  Rural regeneration ought to 
encourage co-operation and integration between different organisations and sectors, including 
the voluntary and community sector, provide funding for initiatives that take a long term 
view, and take account of the often poor level of basic public services such as transport in 
rural areas.  Programmes should be based on consultation with rural people and should 
consider the scope for joint provision of services and multi-use facilities.  They should be 
sensitive to the differences between rural areas, and to the links between urban and rural 
areas, as well as to the differences between urban and rural areas.  Finally, rural development 
should build in the extra resources to meet the additional costs of delivering some services 
and programmes in rural areas (due to transport costs, smaller scale provision and so on). 
 
The guidance has been commended by rural development interest groups and commentators, 
and represents a fairly sophisticated analysis of the practical issues to be faced in rural 
development work.  Indeed, as the RDAs began their work, an increasing number of 
commentators began to highlight the potential for RDAs to foster a new approach to rural 
development integrating rural issues within a wider regional development framework (see, 
for example, CPRE, 1997; LOWE and WARD, 1998; MORPHET, 1998).  The publication of 
the Rural White Paper in November 2000 further developed the RDAs’ remit with respect to 
rural issues (DETR and MAFF, 2000).  It spelt out a new rural vision for RDAs to “ensure a 
dynamic local economy and vibrant communities able to respond to changes in traditional 
industries and to contribute positively to the regional and national economy” (p.82).  The 
White Paper charged RDAs with various specific responsibilities to help rural businesses, to 
overcome rural deprivation and to promote sustainable development.  They were also given a 
joint role (with the Countryside Agency) in the delivery of an England-wide regeneration 
initiative aimed at market towns.  
 
Regional Economic Strategies and Rural Development 
 
The RDAs inherited a set of rural development programmes from the Rural Development 
Commission (RDC).  The chief one was a grant aid programme for small firms and 
community groups targeted on Rural Development Areas (relabelled Rural Priority Areas).  
These inherited programmes were initially the core of the RDAs’ rural development activities 
and this meant a considerable degree of continuity.  This ‘ring fencing’ of spending and of 
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former RDC staff also helped ensure a particular focus and set of activities for rural 
development but also resulted in a minor and compartmentalised commitment to rural 
development work within RDAs and only limited integration with their other areas of 
activity.  The RDAs’ lack of discretionary spending or financial flexibility between 
programmes particularly constrained their ability to develop ‘joined-up’ responses to 
complex and multi-faceted policy issues.    
 
The first opportunity for RDAs to think more strategically about rural development came 
with the drawing up of the regional economic strategies.  In each region, MAFF’s Farming 
and Rural Conservation Agency produced an analysis of the role of agriculture in the regional 
economy, and some further analysis of the rural situation in some regions was commissioned 
(DTZ PIEDA, 1999; WHITBY et al., 1999).  An important role for an RDA’s strategy was to 
provide a focus for mobilising the support and commitment of a wide range of other 
organisations to its strategic vision and programme for the region.  The Statutory Guidance to 
RDAs emphasised that those involved in developing and implementing the strategy should 
fully represent economic, social and environmental interests in the region, should cover rural 
as well as urban interests, and should encompass all relevant economic, ethnic and social 
groups including the voluntary and community sectors.  In most regions the formulation of 
the strategy involved substantial consultation with partners.  However, there were marked 
variations between regions in the quality (as opposed to the extent) of this partner 
engagement and the opportunities for the involvement of organisations with specific interests 
in rural development in developing the strategies (ARUP ECONOMICS & PLANNING, 
2000).   
 
Overall, the strategies were remarkably similar in style and content and were generally 
criticised for their lack of regional distinctiveness (NATHAN et al., 1999; ROBSON et al., 
2000).  In turn, they lacked rural specificity.  In particular, they were criticised for failing 
adequately to address the role of land-based industries and for the lack of recognition of the 
value of environmental quality as an economic asset to regions (CPRE, 1999).  
 
Where there was prominent Board-level leadership on rural affairs, a specific rural 
development chapter or theme for the strategy, or a clear mechanism for partner engagement 
such as a ‘rural development’ working group, the RDA achieved reasonably extensive and 
close engagement of relevant organisations.  However, in some regions the process was less 
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satisfactory.  For instance, in the South West, a reluctance to ‘ghettoise’ rural issues with a 
separate consultative exercise meant that no explicit mechanisms for involving the relevant 
rural development organisations were established.  As a result, important partners such as 
MAFF and the Countryside Agency were uncertain how they should be involved.  Other 
problems in some regions were caused by the fact that RDA staff were severely over-
stretched, and were unable to respond effectively to the individual or collective policy input 
and requests for detailed discussions from rural development organisations.  The problem 
was exacerbated further by a general lack of expertise and awareness of rural development 
issues amongst RDA staff responsible for producing the strategies who, in any case, were 
working to an extremely tight timetable.  The draft strategies had to be consulted upon and 
then published by October 1999  only six months after the RDAs’ formation. 
 
Several RDAs sought to embed rural objectives and priorities within the other mainstream 
areas of their work, such as regeneration and competitiveness.  Approaches to such 
‘mainstreaming’ of rural development and the progress they made varied considerably 
between RDAs.  Some RDAs such as emda (in the East Midlands) incorporated rural 
development as a main area for action within the Regeneration Directorate, which helped 
ensure, for instance, that land and property programmes and Single Regeneration Budget 
funding was available to rural areas.  In the South East, where there was limited programme 
funding available, a broad approach to rural development was taken forward with wider RDA 
initiatives in areas such as competitiveness and innovation (see WARD et al., 2001).  
 
Of course, differences in approach to rural issues by RDAs can also reflect the different sizes 
of the RDAs and the different regional socio-economic contexts within which they work.  
Table 1 illustrates that the RDAs differ significantly in their levels of resourcing, with the 
East of England Development Agency (EEDA) having the smallest annual budget 
(approximately £31million) and the North West Development Agency having the largest 
(approximately £190million).  Individual RDAs take lead responsibility for co-ordinating 
inter-RDA co-operation on the various policy issues of concern and it is EEDA — the 
smallest RDA, with the fewest staff resources given over to rural development matters — that 
takes the lead on rural issues.  (This fact perhaps illustrates the relatively low priority initially 
given to rural issues by the RDAs).  Table 2 also presents a set of regional socio-economic 
statistics which illustrate the different rural contexts.  While all English regions have seen net 
 10 
employment growth in their rural areas between 1980 and 2000, this growth has been 6.5 per 
cent in the North West region compared to growth of 27 per cent in the South West and 32 
per cent in the South East.  Agriculture’s contribution to regional GDP also varies from 0.7 
per cent in the North East to 3.7 per cent in the South West. 
 
The Foot and Mouth Crisis and Regional Development Agencies 
 
The 2001 outbreak of Foot and Mouth Disease (FMD) prompted a reassessment of rural 
development issues and recast the role of RDAs, requiring of them a more active involvement 
in, and better understanding of, their rural areas.  The outbreak, which began in February 
2001, triggered a crisis not only in the agricultural sector but also among non-agricultural 
firms in rural areas, especially those dependent upon tourism and passing trade.  At its peak 
(in April) there were over 50 new FMD cases being confirmed each day, and the outbreak led 
to the slaughter of 6 million animals on almost 10,000 farm premises across the country at a 
total cost to the Exchequer of some £2.7billion. 
 
During the initial days and weeks of the outbreak, public and political concerns centred on 
the disruption and economic hardships the disease would bring to the farming industry.  
MAFF quickly banned the movement of farm animals and announced that all infected 
animals were to be compulsorily slaughtered and the Government closed public rights of way 
across farmland.  In seeking to limit the spread of the disease, rural organisations began to 
cancel events, and National Park Authorities declared their parks to be out of bounds.  The 
Ramblers Association advised its members to cancel country walks in affected counties and 
stay away from farmland throughout Britain.  Ben Gill, President of the National Farmers’ 
Union, was quoted as warning the outbreak of FMD “could become a disaster if people travel 
into rural areas.  Everyone must be vigilant and journeys into the countryside where there is 
livestock should not take place” (quoted in Guardian, 23 February, p.5).  Cancelling a visit to 
the countryside quickly became not only a responsible contribution to disease control, but 
also a means of expressing solemn support for a beleaguered industry.  
 
It was some weeks into the crisis before it became widely recognised that the likely losses 
faced by the farming industry as a result of FMD could be dwarfed by the impact of ‘closing’ 
the countryside on other rural businesses dependent on leisure, tourism and passing trade.  On 
the 12th March the Government established a Rural Task Force to advise on how best to limit 
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the damage to the wider rural economy, with DETR officials providing the secretariat.  The 
Task Force introduced a Business Recovery Fund to assist affected businesses, and RDAs 
were asked to manage it.  This was a critical decision that cast the RDAs in a leading role in 
the response to FMD.  Other possible agencies that could potentially have operated the Fund 
were local authorities, Business Links, or the regional tourist boards.  However, as a creature 
of DETR, the Task Force looked to its regional agencies to orchestrate the response.  (Their 
role in rural regeneration had already been expanded as a result of the Rural White Paper).  
Implicit in the decision was a recognition of the totality of impacts across different business 
sectors, which meant RDAs were seen by ministers as well-placed to respond.  At the same 
time, the FMD crisis had severely tested national structures (such as MAFF) and found them 
wanting.  The apparent failure of national structures prompted demands for a greater 
executive role in handling FMD impacts at the sub-national level. 
 
The Business Recovery Fund was designed to provide targeted help for businesses, especially 
small businesses, focused primarily on investment to enable them to develop in the medium 
term.  Most RDAs chose to deliver the Fund at the local level through Business Links, 
although some also held back resources for regional activities such as assistance to Tourist 
Boards with promotional campaigns.  RDAs’ central role in distributing the Business 
Recovery Fund helped establish their profile and position of leadership in addressing the 
economic challenges posed by FMD.   
 
One unexpected outcome of the FMD crisis was the forging of new regional and sub-regional 
networks of organisations around the management of the immediate effects of the crisis and 
the preparation of ‘rural recovery programmes’ for the medium term.  In many regions, 
RDAs became centrally involved in these efforts at ‘visioning’ rural futures.  In the North 
West Region, for example, the RDA worked with consultants to develop a Rural Recovery 
Plan to provide a strategic approach to the management of the FMD recovery in the region.  
At the county level, Cumbria County Council led a host of organisations, including the RDA, 
calling for the County – in which some 40 per cent of all FMD cases were located – to be a 
Rural Action Zone in which innovative new approaches to rural development could be 
developed.  Likewise, in the South West Region, where Devon was particularly affected by 
the disease outbreak, the RDA was a leading partner in the development of a Rural Action 
Plan and a FMD Recovery Plan.  The RDA there also helped formulate a contingency 
planning process in case of future outbreaks of the
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Collectively, towards the end of the outbreak, the RDAs commissioned a study to assess their 
work in relation to rural issues.  The exercise was the first time that the RDAs had 
collaborated on research into their own work.  The objectives of the study were to review the 
main processes driving socio-economic change in rural areas, develop scenarios for key rural 
sectors, identify the strengths and weaknesses of rural areas, and propose priorities for RDAs 
and other bodies.  Ten sets of priority actions were identified by the study.  These are listed in 
Table 3 and cover the RDAs’ roles in relation to agriculture and land management industries, 
rural services and business support, planning, tourism, regeneration and institutional change.  
These recommendations were accepted by the Chairs and Chief Executives of the RDAs 
(RDAs NATIONAL SECRETARIAT, 2001). 
 
A set of broad dilemmas for RDAs and the ‘regional rural agenda’ was highlighted in the 
study.  The first concerned whether RDAs should have a widened role, or should concentrate 
on the ‘core business’ of raising levels of per capita income in their regions.  The second was 
whether regional rural bodies should get on with solving the rural problems they encounter or 
seek to influence the wider policy framework, which may require them to collaborate more.  
This dilemma begs the question of whether RDAs and their partners should adopt the 
standard (England-wide) perspective on rural problems, taking ‘off the shelf’ the definition of 
these problems and the measures to be taken, or should formulate a regionally distinctive 
perspective on rural problems and how they should be resolved in their particular regional 
contexts.  Finally, in seeking to regionalise core rural activities, there is the question of the 
role in regions of sectoral institutions in the development of key rural sectors, most notably 
agriculture and tourism.  These dilemmas are examined in the next sections. 
 
RDAs’ Rural Development Work: Scope, Co-ordination and Integration 
 
A Broad or Narrow Approach 
 
In a relatively short period of time, RDAs have become important players on the regional 
stage and have accumulated a growing range of responsibilities.  Among the various 
stakeholders that have an interest in RDAs’ work, two schools of thought can be identified.  
The first is that the RDAs’ remit is “too broad” (CONFEDERATION OF BRITISH 
INDUSTRY, 2001a, p.1) and that they should focus more strongly on their core objective of 
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boosting the overall performance of regional economies (see also CONFEDERATION OF 
BRITISH INDUSTRY, 2001b).  The implication would be that the RDAs should not be 
overly concerned with the distribution — socially or geographically — of growth within their 
regions but should concentrate investment in dynamic sectors and centres that could pull 
regional economies along.  From this perspective, rural development would not be a priority 
but benefits to rural areas would be expected to trickle down.  A second school of thought is 
that RDAs should take on a wider range of roles and responsibilities, and should be 
concerned with the internal distribution and composition of growth.  From this perspective,  
RDAs are seen to have a primary responsibility for sustainable development in the regions 
(INSTITUTE FOR PUBLIC POLICY RESEARCH & GREEN ALLIANCE, 2001).   
 
RDAs have limited programme funding for rural development, and many of the powers, 
resources and organisational responsibilities required to take forward effective action are 
spread across other organisations.  These include the Government Offices and different 
departments and agencies, local authorities and organisations in the fields of tourism, skills, 
regeneration and business support. A key role is for RDAs to promote a regionally strategic 
and co-ordinated approach to rural development across this range of agencies, programmes 
and stakeholders.  First, RDAs can help establish a common vision for taking forward the 
economic development of rural areas.  Second, RDAs can act as a catalyst for action, and 
‘lever in’ individuals and organisations with the powers, resources and influence to be able to 
make a difference and cut through institutional inertia.  Third, RDAs can join-up action and 
resources in their regions (including the RDAs’ own projects) to remove duplication and 
ensure various initiatives have a collective impact that is more than the sum of their 
individual parts.  It is clear, however, that many of the needs and problems of co-ordination 
and joining up policies and programmes of different organisations in the regions stem from a 
lack of integration amongst the existing policies and departments of national government.  
 
Competition or Collaboration: Simple Delivery Mechanisms or Regional Policy Actors? 
 
In responding to this first dilemma, RDAs are confronted with a second one.  Should they be 
simple delivery mechanisms for programmes designed and decided upon by central 
government or become regional policy actors that influence the development of the policy 
framework.  As simple delivery mechanisms, RDAs’ relationships with each other are 
overwhelmingly competitive as they each try to increase their share of limited public 
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resources for economic development.  Even under this model, though, RDAs can usefully co-
operate in sharing best practice, pooling experience and so on.  Rural problems, in particular, 
may well call for collaboration between regions, as rural hinterlands tend to cross regional 
boundaries.  For example, efforts to establish marketing initiatives for regionally-branded 
lamb from the northern Pennines involve three different RDAs.  If, on the other hand, the 
model of a regional policy actor is to be pursued, then RDAs have a legitimate interest in 
policy, and not just in the distribution of monies between regions.   
 
A policy role is also necessitated by the continuously evolving nature of institutional 
structures for rural development at national level and in the regions.  There have been three 
main stimuli.  First, the RDAs have been increasingly required to play a ‘restrospective co-
ordination’ role to help integrate pre-existing policies and programmes at the regional and 
local levels.  Second, regional structures themselves have undergone rapid change.  The 
proliferation of regional institutions and strategies, and the development of the roles of RDAs 
and Government Offices, has required RDAs to seek to clarify their roles and responsibilities 
with organisations in the regions such as the Countryside Agency and the Regional Tourist 
Boards.  Third, there has been increasing recognition of the need for the development of 
national rural policy to be influenced to a greater extent by regional perspectives and 
experience.  The fact that MAFF only began to be incorporated into the Government Office 
structure in 2001 meant that, within government, this role of shaping policy from a regional 
perspective has been limited in the past.  
  
In influencing policy development, RDAs are likely to be much more effective and to wield 
more influence if they collaborate.  There are several aspects of rural development policy that 
may require RDAs’ to work collectively to influence policy development.  Examples include 
their work in influencing the reform of the CAP and the planning system; in presenting 
evidence to the inquiries into the FMD crisis; and in seeking to clarify the roles, remits and 
institutional relationships around rural development.  If the RDAs are to pursue these and 
other initiatives they will need to strengthen their capacity to act collectively. 
 
‘Off the Shelf’ or ‘Regionally Tailored’ Rural Development 
 
Traditionally, rural development policy has suffered from being treated as a minor set of 
concerns distinct from urban and regional development.  However, 2002 saw the RDAs move 
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to a new system of ‘single pot’ funding with greater discretion over how they prioritise their 
spending.  This change has provided an opportunity to ensure that a rural development 
dimension is more carefully built into mainstream activities such as regeneration, the 
promotion of enterprise and business competitiveness, and the provision of business support.  
However, a concern among some rural development interests is that single pot funding could 
lead to marginalisation of rural development within RDAs, and that a reliance on narrowly 
economic performance indicators could accentuate this.2 
 
The move to a single pot has prompted some RDAs to review whether to continue with their 
spatially designated Rural Priority Areas  the former Rural Development Areas designated 
under the Rural Development Commission.  These areas, which were last reviewed in 1994, 
were national designations established according to national criteria.  The rise of the RDAs, 
and their new discretion under the single pot arrangements, raises the question of whether and 
how to move away from this national template to a system where rural problems are defined 
according to their regional contexts.  This could imply not only that some regions may have 
different quantitative criteria for designating Rural Priority Areas than others, but also that 
some regions may move away from area-based designations altogether, and pursue sectoral 
or other strategies such as those associated with developing food industry clusters.   
 
A priority for all RDAs is to improve regional economic competitiveness.  This includes 
efforts to co-ordinate business support and skills development activities, to support new firm 
formation and the growth and retention of existing businesses, and to foster innovation, 
knowledge transfer and cluster development.  Rural locations, and firms within rural areas, 
offer an opportunity for RDAs in this policy area.  However, overly narrow conceptions of 
the ‘rural economy’ as constituting mainly tourism or declining farming businesses mean that 
the dynamic and varied nature of firms in rural areas can often be over-looked.  Rural areas 
offer many opportunities and contain innovative, knowledge-intensive, growing businesses in 
both the manufacturing and services sectors (as well as also in agriculture and tourism).  
Rapid restructuring of the economy in rural areas will continue to provide an opportunity (as 
well as a need) to foster the development and growth of new firms, and a more diverse and 
robust range of business activity.  RDAs may, therefore, need to consider how projects, 
initiatives and financial assistance to foster innovation, knowledge transfer and cluster 
development can best be focussed on the opportunities presented by rural areas.   
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RDAs, Regional Agricultures and Regional Countrysides 
 
In attempting to regionalise the rural, RDAs and other regional institutions must tackle 
economic sectors that are conventionally defined in national or European terms, most notably 
tourism and agriculture.  With agriculture, the CAP involves large quantities of public 
expenditure in rural economies  over £3.5billion a year to the English regions (MAFF, 
1999, p.60) — and yet the extent to which these payments assist in rural or regional 
development is very uncertain.  The Agenda 2000 reforms significantly extended national 
discretion over how the CAP, and particularly its second pillar, the Rural Development 
Regulation, is financed and implemented.  In drawing up the regional chapters of the England 
Rural Development Programme, MAFF established a series of regional consultative 
processes to discuss priorities for rural development in the regions.  These consultations gave 
regional rural development actors, including RDAs, a toe-hold in the new policy regime.  
Although only a relatively small amount of resources  around £250 million a year for the 
whole of England  are initially programmed in this way, these funds are likely to become 
more significant in the longer term. As the CAP is gradually reformed from a sectoral 
agricultural policy to a territorial rural development policy, so the reform process promises to 
shift ever more resources through the second pillar. 
 
RDAs therefore have an interest in how this policy area unfolds, and regional institutions are 
beginning to collaborate to formulate a shared view on the future priorities for CAP reform.  
Some RDAs are reviewing the extent and impacts of CAP expenditure in their regions to 
inform debates about how CAP financing might be altered and about whether the prevailing 
distribution of resources between different rural development measures is the most suitable 
for the wider benefit of regional economies.  Others are examining whether the mid-term 
review of the RDR in 2002/03 could simplify the rules surrounding the Regulation to allow 
greater flexibility to support rural development using CAP monies. 
 
In engaging with agriculture and other land-based industries (such as forestry), however, 
RDAs face the challenge of being relatively new institutions in a policy field that is long 
established, with its own set of monolithic, dedicated institutions, and with a set of deeply 
rooted policy norms.   ‘Old style’ agricultural and rural policy has viewed farming as a 
 17 
distinct and separate economic sector, set apart from local and regional economies.  Policies 
have been managed by separate policy communities according to national or European 
objectives.   
 
Two other important traits characterise this ‘old style’ rural/agricultural policy.  The first 
concerns the prevailing models of the farmer as an economic actor.  Highly individualised 
notions of agricultural competitiveness have tended to dominate policy discourses, with the 
concern being for the individual owner-occupier farmer — detatched from family ties, social 
and economic networks and the local context — acting as a discrete, economic unit, in a 
national or global marketplace.  Improving agricultural competitiveness requires that an 
individual farm unit improves its productivity in comparison with its competitors wherever 
they may be, usually by improving yields or reducing unit costs.  The second characteristic is 
the relationship between agricultural and rural development policy.  For much of the 
twentieth century, agricultural policy was not really seen as part of rural development policy.  
Instead, it was a national, sectoral policy.  Only recently has rural development policy had to 
engage more fully with what happens on farms.  Over the last few years, what constitutes 
‘rural development’ has widened in two directions.  The historical separation of rural 
development policy from the agricultural sector has gradually changed as rural development 
has begun to embrace farming, particularly through the promotion of farm diversification.  At 
the same time, rural development has also widened to embrace ‘countryside management’ 
issues (see WARD, 2000).  As a result, RDAs are entering the field just when the meaning 
and parameters of rural development are undergoing important changes.  As agriculture’s 
multifunctional roles become increasingly valued, so the sector is likely to need to be 
‘reintegrated’ or ‘embedded’ within territorial development strategies (see LOWE and 
WARD, 1998; PERFORMANCE & INNOVATION UNIT, 1999). 
 
The move from a national to a regional approach implies not only a change in the spatial 
scale at which decisions are made, but also changes in the relationship between agriculture 
and rural development and in the prevailing notions of agricultural competitiveness.  For 
example, concerns for the development of the agricultural industry would need to be brought 
more fully within rural development policy.  Instead of rural development being an adjunct 
to, or separate from, agricultural policy, the latter should become an integral component of 
the former.  This argument has gathered pace as a result of critiques of the handling of the 
FMD crisis.  There the rural was sacrificed to the agricultural.  In reaction, it has been widely 
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argued that the agricultural must be seen as a contributory component of the rural — one 
amongst many (see for example, CENTRE for RURAL ECONOMY, 2002). 
 
A territorial approach to agricultural development also brings with it a different conception of 
agricultural competitiveness.  This is necessary.  As the European and national mechanisms 
for the special protection of agriculture are dismantled, the prevailing neo-liberal model of 
individual farms each competing on their own on world commodity markets has been 
challenged.  The conception of regional agricultures offers a different notion of 
competitiveness, one based on the potential contribution of agriculture to regional 
development.  This contribution has three main components.  First is agriculture’s role in 
regional supply chains (be they food, fibre, energy or tourism related).  Second is its 
contribution to territorial development, through the provision of rural infrastructure and 
public goods (such as attractive landscapes, flood protection, and water quality management).  
Third is agriculture’s contribution to regional branding and identities. 
 
A particular example of the implications of moving from a national, sectoral and 
individualised notion of agriculture and agricultural competitiveness, to a regional, territorial, 
and collective notion is in the issue of farm diversification.  While the search for alternative 
sources of incomes among farm households has been widely encouraged by national 
agricultural policy since the 1980s, the prevailing model has involved individual farms 
establishing farm shops, or tourist and leisure enterprises.  A regional, territorial approach 
ought to bring with it a more strategic perspective towards the diversification of farm 
businesses.  Where, for example, farmers may wish to produce new energy crops, this would 
need to be developed on a more collective basis as part of a regionally embedded supply 
chain. 
 
The counterpart to the notion of regional agricultures is that of regional countrysides.  Here, 
agriculture’s land management role serves an important function in the creation and 
management of the rural landscapes that are such as important part of the appeal of rural 
areas as attractive places to live and work and are particularly important in underpinning rural 
tourism.  It is estimated that rural tourism in Britain generates some £12billion per year, and 
supports 380,000 jobs in rural areas.  Yet tourism is a fragmented industry and public funding 
and mechanisms for strategic development and promotion of rural tourism nationally and in 
the regions are widely regarded as inadequate (See HOUSE OF COMMONS CULTURE, 
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MEDIA AND SPORT SELECT COMMITTEE, 2001).  Rural tourism is also seen as having 
untapped potential in most English regions.  The FMD crisis starkly revealed the 
interdependent nature of farming, tourism and the wider rural economy, but also structural 
weaknesses within the tourism sector.  In particular, market and consumer trends are leading 
to an increasing demand for high quality accommodation, food and drink, and a wider range 
of visitor attractions, which many rural areas are currently unable to meet.  The increasing 
demand for short breaks, and growing competition from, and affordability of, overseas and 
urban destinations (particularly for short breaks) has squeezed rural tourism.  
 
The FMD crisis highlighted not only the lack of understanding in government of the 
significance of rural tourism but also a pressing need to improve the strategic development of 
the tourism sector in the English regions, particularly in terms of product development.  The 
rise of self-directed, out-of-season, tour-based short-break holidays requires that rural areas 
offer assortments of attractions and experiences that will provide tourists with opportunities 
to sample and dwell, with suitable information that makes the links between accommodation, 
activities, attractions and catering.  In achieving this, it is the fragmented nature of the 
industry that poses the biggest challenge.  The Regional Tourist Boards represent the 
hospitality sector (including hotels and guesthouses, for example).  In rural areas these 
‘hospitality providers’ are mainly small-scale family businesses.  The providers of tourism 
infrastructure are also part of the tourism industry, though some may not see themselves as 
such.  These include the farmers who maintain the landscape, the national park authorities, 
the heritage and nature conservation quangos and the voluntary sector such as the National 
Trust and the wildlife trusts who provide many of the visitor attractions, and the local 
authorities who oversee rights of way, footpaths, roads, museums, galleries, country parks 
and so on.  The tourism ‘product’, and its development over time, depends upon co-operation 
between these two disparate groups – the hospitality providers and the infrastructure 
providers.   Such co-operation requires a strategic approach to the development of rural 
tourism and RDAs are well-placed to contribute. 
 
Conclusions 
 
The evolution of the RDAs’ role in rural development can be understood as a key element of 
a move away from a national conception of rurality and a national approach to rural policy.  
The demise of the Rural Development Commission (RDC) represented one step in the 
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dismantling under New Labour of a particular construction of a national (English) rurality  
embodied also in such concepts as the ‘national farm’ producing food for the nation’s 
strategic requirements (MURDOCH and WARD, 1997), but also in a national planning 
system.  The incorporation of the RDC’s work into that of the new RDAs triggered concern 
amongst the vocal rural lobby that rural areas would lose out (in terms of resources, 
development activity, sensitive treatment and protection) to urban-based and urban-oriented 
regional development interests.  Because of the intensity of the rural lobby’s response, the 
RDAs had to assume rather higher profile rural development responsibilities than might 
otherwise have been envisaged.  Previously, the RDAs’ rural development roles had not 
appeared to be a significant part of Labour’s game plan, which largely seemed to be 
concerned with reviving the prosperity and power base of the major provincial city-regions. 
 
With their unexpected rural responsibilities, the new RDAs faced a number of novel practical 
issues.  They had to absorb former RDC staff and functions, rapidly analyse and assess the 
rural economies of their regions, and reconcile the different policy traditions and cultures of 
rural and urban regeneration.  They had to learn to handle the distinctive politics of the shire 
counties and build relationships with rural bodies like MAFF, the Countryside Agency and 
CPRE that urban-based planners were not used to.  They faced two distinct but related 
conceptual tasks.  The first  recognising rural differentiation  required that RDAs make 
explicit what is distinctive about their region’s rural areas, in contrast to both their own urban 
areas and to the rural areas of other regions.  The second task  progressing rural integration 
 required RDAs to integrate rural issues into their own schemes and programmes. 
 
The initial instincts of key RDA officials, as well as of Labour Ministers, were to pursue rural 
integration.  The external rural lobby was ambivalent.  They did not want rural development 
agendas to lose out, but they also wanted special treatment for rural areas through, for 
example, the ‘ring-fencing’ of resources.  The RDAs, though, had the task of constructing 
themselves as corporate entities.  Several had also relied on the input of external economic 
development consultants who had little experience of rural issues.  The regional economic 
strategies therefore tended to be visionary documents that painted broad-brush strategies but 
were lacking in substance.  Mention of rural issues in them tended to be incidental and treated 
as an adjunct.  In discussion of clusters, for example, analysis of a region’s main economic 
strengths and the definition of some particular high-tech cluster would be accompanied by 
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some vague reference to an extra ‘food and drink’ cluster (or in the case of the North East 
region, an undefined reference to ‘rural clusters’).  Equally, discussion of area-based 
regeneration strategies would automatically tag on a reference to disadvantaged rural areas 
after a discussion of complex inner city deprivation issues.  An effect of the effort to integrate 
rural issues was that references to the rural tended to be bland and indistinct. 
 
Since they began their work, RDAs have had to negotiate a tension between the demands of 
rural integration and rural differentiation.  Over time, the demands of the latter have 
increasingly come to the fore.  This process has been driven by three main sets of pressures.  
First, an active rural lobby has criticised the urban-oriented nature of several economic 
development initiatives (such as the New Deal, the RDAs and the Small Business Service, for 
example) and pressed the Government to define its rural policy (see, for example, LOWE and 
TALBOT, 1999).  This pressure led to a Rural White Paper that gave impetus to the process 
of regionalisation and regional differentiation (LOWE and WARD, 2001).  At the same time, 
key elements of the rural lobby have been seeking to define a distinctively regional approach 
to sustainable development.  Organisations such as the National Trust and CPRE have been 
increasing their capacity for regional working and stressing the contribution of environmental 
assets as distinctive features of regional development (see, for example, TOURISM 
ASSOCIATES, 1999; BROOKE and RAYMENT, 1999).  Second, the need to reassess the 
Rural Priority Area boundaries has been increasingly recognised within RDAs.  As a result, a 
dilemma emerges over whether criteria for which areas should qualify as Rural Priority Areas 
should be decided at the regional level, with the potential that rural deprivation might be 
defined differently in different regions.  Third, and above all, has been the crisis in farming 
and its wider repercussions for rural economies.  The farm incomes crisis, just like the FMD 
crisis, has had its own distinctive regional characteristics.  More crucially, though, as 
Ministers tired of MAFF, they began to look to RDAs to suggest solutions.  As the FMD 
crisis struck, RDAs could not ignore the considerable impact on rural and regional 
economies.  Ministers needed conduits for aid to assist those organisations affected beyond 
farming.  The RDAs’ hour had come and the ‘rural sleepers’ within them  the former Rural 
Development Commission staff and others there as a result of the various rural safeguards in 
the legislation establishing RDAs  seized their moment to develop more regionally-
distinctive rural development agendas. 
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Ideally, the pursuit of rural development within the processes of regional development 
requires a combination of rural differentiation and integration.  Novel elements arising from 
an integrationist perspective would include the re-embedding of agriculture in regional 
supply chains, be they industrial or energy crops, tourism and leisure, or regional food chains.  
Novel elements from a differentiation perspective may include the specific targetting of rural 
areas as an incubator for new forms of lifestyle-based microbusinesses in producer and 
leisure services, for example.  In the aftermath of FMD, and through the drawing up of Rural 
Action Plans in the regions, the beginnings of this dual, and more nuanced, approach may be 
what we are seeing at last, with regional countryside policy emerging from the post-FMD 
national countryside. 
 
[Word count: 8,000 words] 
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Table 1 – Regional Development Agencies’ Budget Allocations 1999/2000 
 
 
Region Gross total budget 
(£000s) 
 
Less receipts 
(£000s) 
Net total budget 
£000s 
East of England 33,760 2,563 31,197 
East Midlands 67,348 12,563 54,785 
North East 148,810 39,840 108,970 
North West 224,726 37,528 187,198 
South East 88,336 12,642 75,694 
South West 53,997 20,591 33,406 
West Midlands 122,442 17,397 105,045 
Yorkshire and the 
Humber 
160,239 19,788 140,451 
 
 
Source: DETR cited in LOCAL GOVERNMENT ASSOCIATION  (2000) 
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Table 2 – Regional Differences in Rural Indicators 
 
 Employment 
in Rural Areas 
in 2000 (000s) 
Percentage 
Growth in 
Rural 
Employment 
1980-2000 
Mean rank 
for IMD 
(Rural) * 
Agriculture’s 
Percentage of 
Regional GDP  
Agriculture & 
Fishing’s 
Percentage of 
Regional 
Employment 
No. of jobs 
directly 
supported by  
rural tourism 
East of England 
 
944 24.2 6 2.6 6.2 41,140  
East Midlands 
 
838 20.9 3 2.6 6.0 n/a 
North East 
 
85 7.6 1 0.7 7.0 8,791* 
North West 
 
607 6.5 5 1.5 4.0 29,000 
South East  
and London 
1,538 31.8 8 1.0 3.8 65,000 
South West 
 
1,127 26.9 2 3.7 6.0 56,810* 
West Midlands 
 
601 19.2 4 2.1 5.5 34,700 
Yorkshire and the 
Humber 
376 21.3 7 2.2 6.5 28,650 
England 
 
6,116 23.0 - 1.0 6.0 2,141,200* 
 
Source: Employment figures in first two columns derived from HOME OFFICE (2000, p.61).  Other statistics 
compiled from the Countryside Agency’s regional State of the Countryside reports, 2000. 
* Refers to total employment in tourism, not just direct employment.   
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Table 3 – Priority Actions for RDAs on Rural Development 
 Headline Priority Specific Actions 
1 Help reform farming by 
influencing UK and EU 
approaches to CAP reform 
- RDAs should establish a National Working Group on 
Agriculture and Rural Development; 
- they should commission studies of the extent and impacts of 
CAP expenditure in each region; 
- they should formulate shared priorities for CAP reform to 
submit to the Policy Commission on Food and Farming, 
DEFRA and the European Community. 
2 Help ‘re-integrate’ 
farming and land 
management industries 
into regional economies 
- RDAs should use Rural Action Plans to steer regional 
programmes for land-based industries to accord with regional 
economic priorities; 
- they should focus support on regionally-embedded supply 
chains involving agriculture; 
- they should consider the strategic co-ordination and 
rationalisation of food marketing initiatives within their 
regions. 
3 Reinvigorate the 
development and 
promotion of rural tourism 
- RDAs should strengthen their own role in tourism 
development; 
- they should press for a review of the institutional arrangements 
and central funding for the promotion and strategic 
development of English and regional tourism; 
- they should fully integrate tourism development into their own 
strategies and programmes. 
4 Encourage an enabling 
planning system that 
promotes sensitive 
development 
- RDAs should convene regional seminars on planning and rural 
economy issues; 
- they should consider appointing, or part-funding Rural 
Planning Facilitators; 
- they should promote demonstration projects with local 
authorities to show how community planning could effectively 
mesh with economic development. 
5 Ensure that rural locations 
and businesses are integral 
to RDA work on 
competitiveness, 
innovation, 
entrepreneurship, skills 
and business growth 
- RDAs should co-ordinate a systematic improvement in the 
provision of support, advice and skills development to all 
businesses in rural areas; 
- they should launch initiatives to foster innovation, technology 
and knowledge transfer, and cluster development for firms in 
rural areas; 
- they should press for the rationalisation of the Farm Business 
Advisory Service and the Rural Development Service into a 
single support service for rural firms. 
6 Address economic and 
service decline through a 
focus on market towns 
- RDAs should convene meetings in their regions of service 
providers and market town representatives to consider how to 
improve service delivery; 
- they should ensure effective coverage across their regions of 
broadband access and IT Learning Centres; 
- they should consider piloting Business Improvement Districts 
in market towns. 
7 Take the lead in new 
institutional arrangements 
- RDAs should strengthen their capacity, mechanisms and 
resources to act collectively on rural policy issues; 
- they should seek clarification from Government on the detailed 
rural development roles and responsibilities of different 
regional and rural organisations; 
- they should take a lead in building partnerships with relevant 
regional and rural organisations for joint action, co-ordination 
of programmes and common staff training in the rural 
development field. 
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8 ‘Think rural’ by 
improving rural co-
ordination and ‘proofing’ 
at the regional level 
- RDAs should use post-FMD recovery efforts to ensure that 
rural development becomes strategy-driven rather than project-
led; 
- they should ‘rural proof’ their own regional strategies and 
policy development work; 
- they should play a full part in shaping the proposed Regional 
Rural Sounding Boards. 
9 Promote rural 
regeneration as an integral 
part of regional 
development 
- RDAs should press the Government to designate Rural Action 
Zones in areas of particular need where partners could work 
together in a flexible way; 
- they should closely monitor the extent of job losses in rural 
areas post-FMD, seeking rural versions of the Jobs Transition 
Service where appropriate; 
- they should take a strategic approach to ensuring mainstream 
regeneration programmes are sufficiently focussed on rural 
areas. 
10 Improve rural indicators, 
data collection and 
intelligence gathering 
- RDAs should ensure that appropriate indicators are used to 
target initiatives and resources in rural areas, and not simply 
rely upon those produced for urban purposes; 
- they should promote a co-ordinated approach at the regional 
level to collecting and collating relevant rural data; 
- they should, with partners, establish Regional Rural Foresight 
exercises. 
 
(Source WARD et al., 2001).   
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1
 The study was commissioned by the Chairs of the Regional Development Agencies, under the lead 
of the East of England Development Agency (WARD et al., 2001).  Interviews and documentary 
research took place during July and August 2001.  We would like to acknowledge the assistance we 
were given during the project by those respondents in each RDA and in other rural development 
bodies who gave their time to be interviewed.  We would also like to acknowledge the input to the 
study of Jenny Stafford and Neil Evans of Arup Economics and Planning.  The views represented in 
this paper are those of its authors alone and do not necessarily represent the views of any of the 
RDAs. 
 
2
 It may make sense, in striving to achieve regionally aggregated economic development targets (such 
as GDP per head), to concentrate investing RDA resources in more densely populated areas where 
larger numbers of businesses and individuals can be targeted with less effort. 
 
